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Five years ago, the human race became independent as the Alphan Empire conceded it could no longer sustain its grip on Earth and withdrew, casting an unprepared humanity adrift on an interstellar sea of troubles.  Since then, humanity has struggled mightily to secure its position in a galaxy full of hungry predators, many of whom see Earth as nothing more than a prize to be won.

Now, one of the galaxy’s superpowers has set its sights on Earth, launching a covert campaign to weaken and isolate the human race before it moves in for the kill.  As their plan comes into the open, and the scale of the threat becomes apparent, the human race finds itself caught between a war it cannot win and shameful submission to dangerously inhuman race ...

... And if Earth loses the war, humanity’s short-lived independence will come to an end once again.
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From: A Short History of Galactic Civilisation Volume XXVI.  Alphan History University (Terran Campus).  505PI.

Precisely how isolated Earth was from galactic society, prior to the Alphan Invasion and Conquest of 1PI, has been hotly debated over the years.  The invasion and attendant devastation did a great deal of damage to humanity’s records, as might be expected, but rumours of pre-invasion non-human contact persisted for several decades.  The Alphan Viceroyalty was concerned enough about some oddly specific rumours to invest considerable effort in trying to determine what, if any, truth lay behind the stories; the investigation produced little beyond rumours of crashed alien spacecraft and bodies held in top secret facilities, none of which could be confirmed to exist (or had ever existed).  If there was pre-invasion contact, it almost certainly passed unnoticed.

Regardless, Earth’s isolation from the galactic mainstream came to an end when the Alphan Conquest Fleet decloaked in orbit and opened fire.  The human defences, such as existed at the time, were unable to do more than irritate the invasion force, which swiftly wiped out all mobile forces on the planet’s surface before landing troops to take possession of important strategic points and impose their will on the human race.  Human resistance was formidable, in places, but with possession of the high orbitals firmly in enemy hands the outcome was inevitable.  Most human nations surrendered within two weeks of the invasion and die-hard resisters found it impossible to prevent the invaders from going wherever they wanted, whenever they pleased.  The Alphans had good reason to believe that humanity would become just another subject race, one to exploit for everything from raw materials to military manpower.

At first, it seemed they were right.  Humans rapidly entered service at all levels of industry.  Many humans had no qualms about taking on the dirtiest and riskiest of jobs, from mining asteroids in interstellar wastelands to skimming gas giant atmospheres for rare gases and minerals.  Others joined the Alphan military and served in various units, fighting to maintain and even expand the alien empire.  It seemed likely, as humans inched their way further and further into the interstellar civilisation, that they would eventually carve out a place for themselves in society.  Indeed, to some extent they did.  Humanity was encouraged to settle and develop seven star systems within a handful of light years of Earth, while Earth’s steadily-growing orbital industry and merchant fleet - primitive compared to their masters, but larger with every passing year - took humans right across explored space and far beyond.  The Alphans believed it would go on forever.

It did not.  

First, as humanity became more and more important to the empire’s economy, they started to demand a say in how the empire was governed.  The Alphans were unsure how to handle the matter and, eventually, ended up angering both sides.  The growth of a representative human government, with very limited powers, bolstered the demand for more rights within the empire, even as it ensured it would be harder to convince the empire to grant anything of the sort.  

Second, the Alphan Empire fought two wars in quick succession with the Lupines, an alien race technologically inferior to the Alphans but possessed of vast numbers and determination that more than evened the odds.  It was conceded, in the wake of the Second Lupine War, that only human involvement had saved the Alphans from an expensive and potentially catastrophic defeat.  And it was felt, on Earth, that humanity deserved - now - to be considered true partners in empire, equal to the Alphans themselves.

The Alphans hesitated.  It was impossible for them to concede equality to a race that hadn’t so much as settled its own moon, let alone started to explore multispace, before encountering alien life.  They had a tendency to regard humanity as not only primitive, but foolish.  Unlike many other races trapped in gravity wells, the human race could have climbed out before the invasion took place.  And yet, they were uneasily aware of how greatly they depended upon human labour.  The Alphan Empire had invited millions of humans to emigrate.  If those humans turned into a threat, the results would be disastrous.  

After much debate, they chose to cut their losses.  Earth and its neighbouring worlds were granted independence.  The Earth Defence Force - composed of humans who had once fought beside their Alphan masters - was released into Earth’s control.  The Alphans waited long enough to ensure a reasonably stable passing of the torch, then pulled out of the Human Sector completely.  Humanity was on its own.

It did not take long for predators to come calling.  The Vulteks, a primitive race that had been uplifted by the Pashtali, challenged the human navy and, after convincing themselves the human race was a paper tiger, launched an invasion.  The enemy thrust their way to a crossroad star system, where their fleet was trapped and destroyed in a desperate battle.  Unwilling to give the Pashtali any time to support their clients, the EDF took the offensive and fought its way to the Vultek homeworld.  The Pashtali arrived barely in time to save the Vulteks from a brutal defeat, ensuring that humanity’s victory would be incomplete.  It was, however, more than enough to ensure Earth would take its place amongst the galaxy’s major players.  As peace descended, the human race looked to the future ...

... And, as five years passed, came to realise the peace was unlikely to last. 
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From: Captain Thomas Anderson, CO James Bond

To: First Admiral Adam Glass, Commander Solar Navy (Earth Defence Force)

Subject: Galactic Geopolitics

Admiral,

As per your request, I have submitted my formal report to the EIS prior to writing this message.  I must warn you that a considerable amount consists of nothing more than speculation, of whispers and rumours that may have no more substance than the claim the Elder Gods are about to return and judge us all for our sins.  My tour of the neighbouring star systems has been informative, as the report says, but I cannot substantiate much.  I have had to leave certain details out of the official report because they cannot be confirmed.

We had hoped, despite everything, that the Alphans would rally their people to the cause and stabilise their empire.  They haven’t.  Since granting Earth independence, the Alphans have done the same to three more races, two of which are primitive and unlikely to offer any real challenge to their masters if they decided they wanted to rebel.  From what I’ve heard, the Alphan Empire is in full retreat.  A number of important crossroads, economically as well as militarily, have simply been abandoned.  It is only a matter of time before one of the other Galactics moves in and takes them.  I doubt we could secure them ourselves, even if we had the deployable forces, if a more powerful race wanted them.

It is impossible, as of writing, to get a solid idea on how much military hardware remains in Alphan possession, but I’ve heard rumours that suggest warcruiser losses in the war were far higher than we supposed.  I have been unable to confirm these rumours - and some of them are nothing more than whispers and wishful thinking - yet it is clear the Alphans no longer have the will to patrol the space outside their core worlds.  They have stepped down everything from crossroad custom stations to deep space outposts and, if some of the wilder rumours are to be believed, even evacuating their personnel from multispecies worlds.  It is clear they’re withdrawing as much as possible to their core worlds.

This raises a worrying issue, sir.  Who is going to be the next galactic hyperpower?

It is not an easy question to answer.  The Alphans were the power, as far as they and everyone else were concerned.  They possessed enough firepower to make life difficult for the remaining Galactics, even if they had to fight them all at once.  It was they who enforced Galactic Law, such as it is.  As of writing, going by official reports, there is no power capable of taking their place.  Unofficial reports suggest the major powers are rapidly building up their forces.  The Alphans have created a power vacuum and their rivals are moving to take advantage of it.

I think, off the record, that the Pashtali will be the major threat.  They took no part in either the Lupine Wars or the Vultek War, save at the very end.  They have long wanted to replace the Alphans as the predominant power in explored space, seeing the Alphans as a bunch of lucky bandits, if I may make so bold, rather than the destined masters of the known universe.  Quite aside from that, they also regard us as threats; they have good reason to fear what we, and our neighbours, will do if given time.  I’m surprised they haven’t put pressure on us already.  Given the Alphan retreat, that may be about to change.

Political suggestions are a little outside my bailiwick, but I do have some observations...
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Chapter One


ESS Magellan, Deep Space
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There were people, Captain Ashleigh Harlem had discovered on the first day she’d reported for survey training, who couldn’t endure multispace.  They looked through portholes at the eerie shimmering lights of multispace and recoiled, or threw up, or started screaming.  Indeed, the Alphans based their claim to superiority on the simple fact that they found multispace almost homey, to the point they knew far more than any other race about manipulating the fabric of multispace and the threadlines running through it.  It was the Alphans, alone amongst the Galactics, who could drop out of multispace wherever they liked.  It had given them a priceless tactical advantage.

She sat in her command chair and studied the displays as Magellan picked her way through the endless energy surges and gravitational eddies.  They weren’t that far from the shipping lanes, but they might as well have been on the other side of the galaxy.  Her sensors weren’t picking up any other ships, not even patrolling cruisers and destroyers prowling the edge of the core worlds.  Alphan space, she reminded herself.  The days when the core worlds had been her core worlds were long gone.  It was strange, almost eerie, that they’d seen so few ships during the deployment.  There’d been a time when the threadlines were practically crowded with starships, from freighters carrying raw materials back to the core to warships patrolling the edge of explored space.  Now ...

Interstellar trade will recover, she told herself.  And when it does, we will need accurate charts once again.

It wasn’t easy, but she forced herself to relax.  She’d been in the interstellar survey service from the day she’d graduated, hoping - against all logic and reason - that she’d be granted a chance to take a ship beyond the furthest reaches of explored space.  Updating charts and keeping a wary eye on energy storms in multispace was important - she wouldn’t have been in the survey service if she hadn’t understood just how important - but it wasn’t a chance to plunge into the unknown.  She’d grown up on tales of brave explorers - Alphans - who had steered their ships along previously unexplored threadlines, locating and logging star systems that could be claimed and exploited by their empire.  She’d heard stories of strange sights and encounters within multispace, including incomprehensible artefacts from long-gone races and godlike entities guarding the gates to heaven or hell.  Most of the stories were absurd, the sort of tall tales spacers told when they wanted to make their profession sound glamorous; she’d discovered, over the years, there was more truth in them than any groundpounder believed.  Who knew what might be lurking beyond the next threadline or on the far side of an unexplored crossroads?  She wanted to be the first to see the unknown ...

Her lips curved into a grim smile.  Soon.  The human race was free again, free to explore without the guiding hand of their former masters.  She’d been told, in confidence, that as the Solar government asserted itself, humanity would start sending survey ships into the unknown, in hopes of finding inhabitable colony worlds or making first contact with new alien powers.  She had every intention of being one of, if not the, commander on a deep space exploration mission.  She’d spent her entire life preparing for the plunge into the unknown.  She was ready.

She put the thought out of her mind as she studied the console.  The multispace topography - one of her instructors had once compared it to crawling across the ocean bed - seemed unchanged.  The random energy fluctuations of multispace barely registered on the sensors.  She was almost disappointed - and yet, something nagged at her.  The economic slowdown had affected everyone, with fewer and fewer ships setting out on speculative trading missions, but there should have been more ships in the threadline.  She frowned as she studied the edges of the clear route, her ship slowing along the edge of the threadline as her sensors probed the energy storms beyond.  Multispace was merciless - any solid matter within the threadline fell down to the crossroads and into realspace - but surely there should have been more.  

It was worrying.

Her fingers danced across the console, bringing up the long-range sensor readings and comparing them to the records on file.  It had been too long since the last survey mission.  The Alphans - who’d once conducted the missions as a matter of routine - seemed to have lost interest in carrying them out, although they’d reacted badly when some of the other Galactics had offered to do it for them.  Or so Ashleigh had been told.  It couldn’t be easy to have an up-and-coming younger race offering to do something for you, even if one was grimly aware of one’s advancing age.  Ashleigh’s grandmother had never liked her children and grandchildren treating her as an invalid, right up to the end of her life.  The Alphans must feel the same way.  They’d been masters of the known universe for so long that they had to find it hard to adjust to a universe that no longer automatically deferred to them.

And I wouldn’t be pleased if Ensign Simmons claimed he knew better than me, she reflected, with a hint of amusement.  Even if he did, it wouldn’t make me happy.

She kept her eyes on the display as the starship sped on.  It was a routine mission.  She did not, technically, have to be on the bridge.  There was no reason to think they’d come under attack - they were deep within explored space - or encounter something her XO couldn’t handle.  She knew she could go back to her cabin and do her paperwork - that was one thing that hadn’t changed, in the years following Independence - or even write proposals for deep space exploration.  Who knew?  The First Speaker and his government needed a success, now that the lustre of independence had been replaced by the urgent need to carve a place for humanity in a hostile universe.  Perhaps they’d support a deep-space exploratory mission ...

A low shudder ran through the ship.  Ashleigh looked up, sharply, as red lights flared on the display.  Multispace was rarely quiet - energy surges and twisted gravity waves were far from uncommon, seemingly flickering and flaring out of nowhere and vanishing as quickly as they’d come - but they were still some distance from the edge of the threadline.  They were certainly closer to it than a freighter would dare, yet ... her eyes narrowed as another wave of gravitational force crashed into the hull.  It shouldn’t have been there at all.

“Lieutenant Ellis,” she said, calmly.  It was unexpected, but hardly anything her crew couldn’t handle.  They’d trained on the assumption they’d be flying into unexplored and uncharted territory.  “Report.”

Lieutenant Ellis didn’t look up from his console.  “We just crossed a gravity wave, Captain,” he said, in a tone that suggested he didn’t believe his own words.  “The wave is actually twisted, to the point we hit it twice ...”

Ashleigh leaned forward as the display updated rapidly.  Multispace was weird.  For every threadline that cut years off one’s journey, there was one that added centuries.  It was quite possible to follow a threadline that linked two neighbouring stars together, only to discover the journey would have been quicker if the ships had remained in normal space.  She’d heard stories of spacers who’d spent a week in multispace, only to discover - when they reached their destination - that decades had passed.  It was rare, but it happened.  She’d even heard rumours of threadlines that led into the past.

Although those rumours are probably untrue, she reflected.  It would break causality into rubble.

She keyed her console, sounding the alert.  The mission was no longer routine.  The gravity wave - the folded gravity wave - should not have been there.  The threadline had been located and charted thousands of years ago, back when her distant ancestors were only starting to grasp the concept of fire.  And that meant ... she frowned as the rest of her crew scrambled to their stations, readying themselves for anything.  If the last survey mission had missed a gravity fold, what else had they missed?  She had the sickening feeling she was about to find out.

“Deploy two recon drones,” she ordered.  “One to the edge of the threadline, one beyond.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ensign Hinkson looked up.  “Captain, I just compared our sensor logs to the files from the shipping consortiums,” he said.  “There’s no mention of a shift in the gravitational topography, and none of the freighters reported encountering the wave.”

“Noted.”  Ashleigh hid her amusement with an effort.  If any of the freighters had reported the wave, it would have been reflected in her orders.  But the ensign was right to check, even if the last set of updates were dangerously outdated.  The big consortiums were scrupulous about reporting any navigational issues to the interstellar governments, but not all of them regarded humanity as an interstellar power.  “Draw up the last records and compare them to our current sensor readings.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ashleigh smiled, then frowned as the drones started to report back.  The edge of the threadline was shifting ... no, closing.  It was still huge - she could fly much of the Solar Navy through the threadline and have room for a few hundred alien ships - and the movement was so slight it was barely noticeable, but it was there.  She keyed her console, checking the threadline’s internal topography.  It looked as if the walls were closing in.  There was no danger - not yet, perhaps not ever - but she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of claustrophobia.  She’d taken her ship down threadlines that had been alarmingly thin, to the point only one ship could pass at a time, and yet ... this threadline was meant to be stable.  Why was it shifting?

“Captain, Drone One is passing beyond the edge now,” Lieutenant Ellis reported.  “The signal link is becoming increasingly distorted.”

“Stay with it, as best as you can,” Ashleigh ordered.  Multispace played merry hell with communications, too.  It wasn’t uncommon for ships to pick up transmissions that had been sent hundreds of years ago, while completely missing signals from a ship that was right next to them.  “And ...”

Another shudder ran through the ship.  “Report!”

“The gravity wave twisted again,” Lieutenant Ellis said.  “I think ...”

He broke off.  “Captain, we just lost the drone.”

Ashleigh frowned at his back.  “Was the drone destroyed?  Or did we just lose contact?”

“Uncertain,” Lieutenant Ellis admitted.  “There was no terminal signal, but the drone might have been destroyed too quickly to send one.”

Ashleigh forced herself to think.  The drones weren’t designed for rough conditions.  A lone gravity fluctuation might have destroyed the drone or simply tossed it light-years beyond human understanding.  Her ship was designed to handle conditions that would tear a drone to pieces without even noticing ... and yet, she was reluctant to cross the edge and press into the tangled reaches beyond.  She needed to know what was on the far side and yet ... there were limits to how much she dared risk.

And if I don’t find out now, she thought, they’ll just have to send another ship back to do the job we should have done.

“Communications, burst transmission to the nearest relay posts,” she ordered.  The Galactics should relay the messages back to Earth if interstellar law and treaties still meant anything.  Everyone had an interest in maintaining navigational charts, even races and powers that were historically enemies.  “Helm, prepare to take us across the edge.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ashleigh braced herself as the starship altered course.  The Magellan was designed for probing the unexplored and uncharted sections of multispace and yet ... it was hard not to feel as though she was making a mistake.  But what choice did she have?  If the threadline was shifting, or closing, they needed to know why.  They needed to know if the other threadlines in the sector were threatened.  They needed to know ... her lips thinned as the edge came closer, Magellan girding her loins for a plunge into the unknown.  If they knew ... what could they do about it?  The Alphans were the most advanced race in the known universe and even they couldn’t manipulate multispace.  There was nothing they could do, if the threadline closed, beyond rerouting traffic and hoping for the best.

“Captain, we will cross the edge in ten seconds,” Lieutenant Adams said.  “Nine ... eight ...”

Magellan shuddered, again and again.  That wasn’t normal, certainly not in a well-charted threadline.  Ashleigh made a mental note to file a complaint about whoever had conducted the last survey as the shuddering grew worse, the ship’s drive fields struggling to compensate.  No wonder the first drone had probably been destroyed.  It was a minor miracle the second was still alive and broadcasting.  But then, it hadn’t tried to go beyond the edge.

She gritted her teeth as a low crash echoed through the hull.  It was her imagination, at least in part, and yet ... she promised herself that, if she ever got back home, she’d never make fun of anyone who dreaded multispace again.  They’d just crashed into the unknown and ... she snapped orders, directing the crew to reboot the sensors as the display fuzzed and blanked.  She hadn’t seen anything like it since the war, since the enemy had tried to defeat a human flotilla by blanketing it with distortion and jamming pulses.  It hadn’t worked as well as the Lupines had hoped - Alphan sensors were still a cut above everyone else’s - but it had given them a chance to get into firing range.  She couldn’t help tensing.  If that happened again ... 

The display updated.  Ashleigh sucked in her breath as she saw the multispace beyond the walls.  It was a storm, a raging typhoon of energy sweeping towards her with all the inevitability of an asteroid falling into a gravity well.  She felt silence fall like a physical blow, her crew staring in horror.  They knew how dangerous space could be and yet ... they’d never seen anything so powerful and dangerous outside training simulations.  The storm was so vast that ... she swallowed hard, remembering stories from deep space explorers who had gone beyond the rim.  She’d thought they’d been pulling her leg, as if she was a credulous primitive who’d thought her world was flat before a more advanced race arrived to show them they were wrong.  She knew, now, they’d been telling the truth.

“Reverse course,” she snapped.  The sensors struggled to cope with the torrent of energy pouring towards them, but ... she cursed under her breath.  They couldn’t enter such a storm and live.  “Get us back into the threadline!”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ashleigh cursed under her breath as the shaking intensified, the drives keening loudly as they struggled to get them back to safely.  The gravity topography was growing steeper, as if they’d tried to fly through a planet’s atmosphere only to discover, too late, that they’d gone too far into the gravity well and doomed themselves.  She’d made a serious mistake.  She knew she’d had no choice, but ... the ship shook one final time, then fell quiet.  They’d made it back to the threadline.  Barely.

Her nostrils twitched.  Someone had wet themselves.  She pretended not to notice.  They’d trained extensively for everything from transient threadlines to hostile aliens, but there were limits as to how far they could go in training simulators.  They were never real.  How could they be?

“Captain.”  Lieutenant Ellis sounded shaken.  “If my readings are correct, the entire sector is caught in the storm.”

Ashleigh stared at the sensor logs, shaking her head.  The storm was immense, beyond her ability to comprehend.  No wonder the threadlines were shrinking.  The more she looked at the records, the more she thought it was just a matter of time before the threadlines snapped.  Perhaps they’d reform, eventually ... no, newer ones would take their place.  She keyed the console, bringing up the starchart.  It would take months, if not years, for the storm to disperse, then decades for the new threadlines to be charted and cleared for use.  Until then ... starships would have to take the long way around if they didn’t want to risk the storm.  They’d have no choice.  Magellan was designed for harsh environments, to go boldly into regions of multispace that would daunt a warcruiser, but even Magellan couldn’t fly through a storm.  There were better ways to commit suicide.  

Lieutenant Ellis was still talking, babbling speculations on what might have caused the storm.  The sensor records would fuel genuinely original science - the human race, like everyone else, wanted to know how to travel multispace without the crossroads - and yet, right now, it didn’t matter.  Ashleigh understood his enthusiasm, and she appreciated the story was going to have everyone buying her crew drinks, but she understood what it meant.  If they had to take an extra few weeks, if not months, to reach Alphan Prime ... what would it do to interstellar trade?  

Hell, she reflected.  If the storm gets worse, we may not even be able to punch a message through to the other side.

She leaned back in her chair.  “Helm, set course for Ballade,” she ordered.  She’d sent a message earlier, but it was hard to be sure it had reached its destination.  They had to go in person.  “Best possible speed.”

“Aye, Captain.”
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Chapter Two


PDC Lincoln, Earth
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It was a cold, clear day.

First Speaker Abraham Douglas, President of Earth and the Solar Government, stood behind a one-way forcefield on the stadium’s podium and tried not to stare too openly at the mountain of death and destruction on the site of the former Washington, DC.  He’d seen the plans, of course, and he’d told himself he understood the sheer immensity of the Planetary Defence Centre, but he hadn’t grasped, not emotionally, just how big it actually was.  It was a brooding man-made mountain, bristling with weapons capable of engaging starships in high orbit or intercepting projectiles plunging to the planetary surface.  It was difficult to realise it was tiny, compared to the planet itself, or that it could only engage targets within sensor range.  He’d read all the briefing notes, all the proposals put together and carefully evaluated before they broke the ground, and yet ...

He lowered his gaze, composing himself.  The crowd had been growing since daybreak, since the gates were opened to allow them to enter the stadium.  Humans and aliens, civilians and military personnel and - he was sure - a handful of diplomatic officials who were de facto spies.  It went against the grain to allow them anywhere near the PDC, although there was nothing remotely classified within eyesight.  The Galactics had built PDCs that predated the pyramids.  They could probably make a very good guess at the PDC’s capabilities just by looking at it.

Which is something of the point, he reminded himself.  We want them to understand we will not be an easy target, if they decide to come knocking.

He kept his face under tight control.  He’d spent most of his life working for greater autonomy within the empire, perhaps even a degree of partnership with humanity’s alien masters, and it seemed a sick joke - sometimes - that they’d just let humanity go.  Abraham could see the logic, understand their thinking ... and yet, there were times he wished the Alphans had pushed for a more gradual transition to independence.  Independence had been followed, with terrifying speed, by the Vultek War, a grim reminder that humanity - naked and alone - was now exposed to the more predatory races along the edge of civilised space.  It had been five years and yet the scars still lingered.  He knew, even if the gathering crowd didn’t, how close humanity had come to losing its independence within months of gaining it.  It was just a matter of time, he’d been cautioned, before someone more dangerous came calling.  There were races out there that intended to supplant the Alphans and didn’t feel inclined to take no for an answer.

The crowd kept growing, hundreds of thousands of humans and aliens readying themselves for him.  Abraham’s eyes swept the crowd, noting the reporters live-streaming the event to an audience numbered in the billions.  His aides had assured him that nearly half of the human race would be watching, something that bothered him.  If there was a screw-up in front of the reporters ... he shook his head, mentally reviewing his speech.  Nothing would go wrong.  They’d done everything in their power to check and recheck everything before he’d allowed his staff to plan the ceremony.  Hell, for all he’d been given a button to press, the real work had been done weeks ago.  He honestly wasn’t sure if the button did anything.  

Rachael Grant, his aide, caught his eye.  “Mr. Speaker, the ceremony will begin in ten minutes.”

Abraham nodded, curtly, and glanced down to check his appearance one final time.  The formal robes the Alphans had mandated had been replaced, thanks to a committee he’d handpicked to ensure the stodgier members of his political alliance had a chance to feel they were doing something important while - in reality - being sidelined.  They’d looked to the past and decided human politicians should wear simple suits and ties, outfits so uncomfortable that Abraham was tempted to insist that they bring back the robes.  It had taken some expert tailoring to turn the suit into something he could wear, for more than an hour or two, and he still wasn’t quite used to the tie.  He wondered, idly, if someone on the committee had realised they’d been sidelined after all.  Perhaps it was just a petty form of revenge.

Or perhaps they studied the records without thinking about what they meant, he reflected, wryly.  It isn’t as if anyone alive lived in a world without aliens.

His lips quirked, although it wasn’t funny.  The last five years had been dominated by people who wanted to look to the past, to resurrect some of the cultural traditions that had been suppressed or simply allowed to fall into disuse, or people who wanted to look to the future and let the past remain firmly buried.  Abraham wasn’t sure what to make of it.  Some old traditions had been worthwhile - pre-invasion music, art, literature - but others should have been abandoned long ago.  Nationalism, gender roles, even religion ... they threatened to get out of hand, if they were allowed to spread too far.  Abraham had wondered, once, how the pre-invasion governments had coped.  He’d discovered, when he’d asked, that they often hadn’t.

We took our cues from the Alphans for so long we’ve lost much of our original culture, he mused, sourly.  And we don’t know how to resurrect it.

“It’s time,” Rachael said.  She stepped back, into the shadows.  “Break a leg.”

Abraham composed himself as the forcefield snapped out of existence.  The crowd saw him and roared its approval.  Abraham waited, clasping his hands behind his back as his eyes wandered over the crowd.  It was a very mixed group, as he’d thought; he grimaced inwardly as he saw a scuffle between protestors from two different political factions.  The police moved in to separate them, rushing the protestors out of the stadium before they started something they couldn’t finish.  Abraham kept his face under tight control, all too aware the crowd’s approval could easily turn to hate.  The days in which he’d been able to blame everything on the Alphans were long gone.  Humanity was independent, as independent as a race could be in a universe bursting with powerful and often hostile races.  The buck stopped with him.

He raised his hands.  The racket dimmed, suppressed by the stadium’s quietening fields.  Abraham felt a twinge of fear.  His words would be carried right across the stadium and beyond, to listening ears hundreds of light years from Earth.  How many of them would draw the right lessons, he wondered; how many of them would be singularly unimpressed?  His eyes sought out the alien ambassadors, kept well clear of the rowdy crowd.  He wished, not for the first time, that he’d been able to insist they stay well clear of the ceremony.  A single incident would be enough to start a war.

“Five years ago, we gained our independence,” he started.  The crowd roared so loudly it could be heard even through the quietening fields.  Abraham waited, then continued.  “Since then, we have lived in a universe where we have no protectors, no defenders, but ourselves.  And we have learnt, the hard way, that there are races out there who will not hesitate to take advantage of any hint of weakness.”

The crowd roared, once again.  Abraham grimaced.  The Alphans had done their best to establish a system of interstellar law and good conduct, but the blunt truth - as his military advisors had pointed out time and time again - was that the system was only as good as its enforcement, and enforcement had been sadly lacking even before humanity had been granted its independence.  It was hard to be sure - the interstellar communications network hadn’t been known as the net of a trillion lies for nothing - but there were very definite hints of independent worlds being invaded, or simply scorched clean of life.  The laws were no longer being enforced.  And even if they were ...

Abraham felt his expression darken.  It was a dog-eat-dog universe.  The Galactics had no obligation to respect the younger and more primitive races, let alone leave them to develop in peace.  Really, humanity had been lucky.  The Alphans had established themselves as the planet’s masters very quickly, and crushed anyone who dared resist, but they hadn’t enslaved the human race or strip-mined the planet for rare materials.  There were races that had been a good deal less fortunate.  Abraham knew there were roamers who’d been kicked off their homeworlds and ordered to get lost, left to wander the galaxy without hope of finding safety and salvation.  There were entire races that were nothing more than slaves.  And now the Alphans were gone, some of the Galactics were looking at humanity with hungry eyes.

He spoke, quietly but firmly.  “If you want peace - and we do - we must prepare for war.  We must make it clear, to friends and enemies alike, that we will do whatever we must to ensure the human race remains in control of its destiny.  We will spend millions for defence, but not one credit for tribute.  Lincoln is more than just a new planetary defence centre.  It is a sign of our willingness to work to defend ourselves.”

The crowd roared, once again.  Abraham nodded to himself.  The audience didn’t know he’d cribbed his words from a far older source and wouldn’t have cared if they had.  Millions for defence, not one credit for tribute had been an excellent slogan for his re-election campaign and he’d used it ruthlessly.  It helped, he supposed, that the realists in government - even the ones on the other side - were all too aware that a disunited humanity was a weak and vulnerable humanity, a target for anyone with bad intentions.  They might challenge him on domestic issues - and they had - but foreign affairs were bipartisan.  There was no choice.

“We all want peace,” he continued.  “And to have peace, we must be strong.  We must be ready and able to defend ourselves.  We - not anyone else - must control the space around our worlds.  We must be able to defend ourselves and project power, to keep the border secure and ensure our interests are respected beyond it.  If we fail to show that we can and will fight, we will lose.”

Abraham took a breath.  “It is easy to say we should put our trust in galactic institutions.  It is easy to rely on the old order, to pretend it can handle any problems we might face.  But we cannot - we dare not - put our fate in others’ hands.  Galactic order is shifting, changing.  It may even break down completely.  And we must be ready.”

He stepped forward and placed his hand on the button.  “Today, we take another step towards security,” he said.  “And we look forward to the day when we are finally safe from galactic predators.”

The button clicked.  The PDC lit up, forcefields shimmering to life.  It was difficult, if not impossible, to mount a forcefield generator on a starship - even the Alphans hadn’t managed to overcome the technical problems - but a PDC could protect itself from orbital bombardment while engaging enemy ships with ground-based weapons.  Abraham wondered, idly, how the Alphan Invasion would have gone if Earth had a network of PDCs in place to greet the invading starships.  It would have been very different, he was sure.  The Alphans would have treated humanity with a little more respect if humanity had controlled its own high orbitals.

His stomach clenched.  Humanity really had been lucky.  He didn’t understand how and why his ancestors had turned their backs on the universe.  There were races out there that had gotten to their moons within a decade of figuring out how to launch rockets, even reached the stars by the end of the first century.  The Alphans hadn’t known what to make of it.  They had never been sure if humanity could be counted as a spacefaring race, and therefore deserving of some respect, or merely considered nothing more than yet another primitive race grubbing in the mud, ready to be enlightened - and exploited - by a far more advanced race.  Abraham knew, all too well, just how bad things could have been.  Even now, the major races regarded humanity with a mixture of disdain and greed.  They didn’t see the human race as players in their own right.  

He looked at the crowd and wondered, numbly, how many of them truly understood how fragile humanity’s position was.  They probably didn’t.  They looked at the Vultek War, at the victory that had been snatched from humanity at the last moment, and thought the human race could do anything.  Abraham knew better.  The Vulteks had been blinded by their preconceptions and, his intelligence staff suspected, encouraged to act quickly by their patrons.  A more powerful race, with a better grasp of its own technology and space to trade for time, would be a more serious threat.  Abraham was all too aware that Earth didn’t even begin to have the mobile firepower to patrol the inner worlds, let alone the space ceded to humanity in the wake of the war.  It was turning into a lawless nightmare that was sure to draw in the other powers.

And once they’re in, he reflected as he stepped off the podium, it will be very hard to get them out again.
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[image: ]


Ambassador Yasuke, former Viceroy of Earth, would never admit it openly, but he’d always been very fond of humanity.  Perhaps too fond.  He was aware, from his contacts back home, that there were people who wondered if he’d gone native, in the four decades he’d spent on Earth.  The thought was absurd - he was loyal to his people, the Alphans - but he had to admit, at least to himself, that he cared more for humanity than he should.  It wasn’t easy to serve as the de facto ruler of the planet if one cared, if one saw one’s subjects as ... not equals, never equals, but people in their own right.  Yasuke’s predecessors had ordered everything from quiet purges to open suppression, pruning the human race coldly and dispassionately for its own good.  He wasn’t sure he could have done their deeds himself.  It was easier to order mass slaughter when you were dealing with numbers, unaware there were real people behind the figures.  It was so much easier to tell yourself it was all for their own good ...

And the good of the empire, of course, Yasuke reminded himself, dryly.  We did very well for ourselves by doing good.

He watched, dispassionately, as the First Speaker gave way to a handful of other speakers, all of whom seemed to be repeating the same speech over and over.  Humanity was free.  Humanity would remain free.  Humanity would sooner beggar itself than submit to alien domination once again.  Yasuke didn’t blame the humans for wanting to make it clear they would fight - the Lupine Wars might have been avoided if the Alphans had made it clear they had the will to fight and keep fighting, even after the first battles had gone so badly - but he couldn’t help fearing that the humans were courting disaster.  There were several races vying for galactic supremacy.  None of them wanted another competitor.  And if they wanted, they could crush the humans in a short, sharp campaign.

The humans are tough, he thought.  It had been humans who’d saved the Alphans from defeat, back in the war.  They’d fought like demons, dying in droves to give the Alphans a chance to collect themselves and counterattack.  They’ll make whoever attacks them pay for their crimes.

He kept his thoughts to himself as the ceremony came to an end with a flyover.  The human pilots were daredevils - their starfighters might be primitive, but their pilots knew how to push them right to the limits - and yet, it seemed to him as though they were risking their lives on one throw of the dice.  It was something that attracted and repelled him in equal measure, a zest for life that his own race had lost centuries ago.  They’d built an empire and then ... and then what?  They’d won the war, yet - in a sense - they’d lost.  There was no enthusiasm for rebuilding the fleet, let alone reclaiming their rightful place as the masters of the universe.

It isn’t our rightful place, Yasuke thought, morbidly.  He couldn’t allow himself any illusions.  His ancestors had built an empire by conquering every world within reach and pressing a dozen intelligent - if primitive - races into servitude.  The universe had never mandated they were its masters.  And there’s no guarantee we’ll be able to keep it.

He summoned his flyer as the police escorted him and the others out of the stadium.  He’d go back to the embassy and report on the new PDC, then ... then what?  He was out of favour back home.  That wouldn’t change, not in a hurry.  Too many of his peers saw him as a traitor, someone who’d insisted they grant humanity’s independence, rather than fighting a brutal war that would have destroyed all hope of a better future even if they won.  He’d hoped Earth would remain close to its former masters, but ...

We’re giving up too much, he thought.  There was no way to avoid the simple fact the galaxy believed his people no longer had the ability, let alone the will, to dominate their explored universe.  They might even be right.  There was no enthusiasm for enforcing galactic law any longer.  And who is going to take our place?
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Chapter Three


Solar City, Earth
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“It could have gone worse,” First Speaker Abraham Douglas said, as he stepped into his private office.  “Let’s hope they were actually watching.”

“They were watching,” Rachael said, calmly.  “The only question is how seriously they’ll take it.”

Abraham nodded and took his chair, looking down at the desk.  It was astonishing just how much paperwork demanded his attention, even though most of it - he was fairly sure – could’ve been handled by his subordinates.  There was a very real risk of being overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of running an interstellar power, of finding himself trapped in micromanagement instead of setting policy and letting his subordinates turn it into reality.  It had been five years and yet he still hadn’t gotten used to it.  He rather suspected the day he thought he was used to it was the day he should retire.  The government couldn’t afford to be dominated by one party indefinitely.  That would be asking for trouble.

Rachael passed him a cup of coffee, then stood in front of the desk.  “Preliminary data suggests half the planetary population watched the ceremony, either live or on repeat.  Much commentary on the datanet is positive, save for people who see the PDC as needlessly provocative and people who think we should have invested in starships instead.  There’s no hint of political opposition, not yet ...”

“It’ll come,” Abraham predicted.  “And we’ll have to think of a way to handle it without causing more trouble.”

He shook his head.  He hadn’t realised - no one had - how deeply Earth was integrated into the Alphan Empire until the Alphans had pulled out, leaving humanity with an embarrassment of riches in some areas and desperate deprivation in others.  The government had tried to spend its way out of the crisis only to discover it didn’t have the cash on hand to do more than slow the crash, and promises of loans from galactic banks came with nasty strings attached.  They’d been lucky, the cynical part of his mind noted, that the Vulteks had attacked so quickly.  The aliens had become ready-made scapegoats for an economic recession that, in hindsight, had been inevitable.  Even now, five years later, humanity was still trying to recover from the economic slump.  It would be a long time before the human race could face the galactic superpowers as equals.

And building up a war fleet really would be seen as provocative, he thought.  The peaceniks might moan and whine about the PDCs - it still surprised him they’d managed to get anyone into government - but the PDCs were immobile.  They couldn’t threaten anyone who stayed well clear of the high orbitals.  A fleet, on the other hand, might tip the balance of power.  It was all too likely to attract unfriendly attention from hostile powers.  Not that we wouldn’t, if we could.

Rachael cleared her throat.  “Do you want the full report?”

“No, thank you,” Abraham said.  He’d have to read it, sooner or later, just to determine what had worked and what hadn’t, but ... he shook his head.  “How did the ambassadors react?”

“We’re unsure,” Rachael said.  “A couple seemed very interested, but otherwise ... we don’t know.  So far, they haven’t transmitted any reports home ... as far as we know, at least.  Our old boss went straight back to his embassy and hasn’t been seen since.”

Abraham nodded, curtly.  It wasn’t easy to place assets within an embassy.  The Galactics had been spying on each other for thousands of years and their surveillance and counter-surveillance gear was terrifyingly advanced.  In hindsight, it was all too easy to see why none of the human revolts had ever come close to driving the aliens off the planet.  They hadn’t even begun to comprehend just how deeply they’d been penetrated, even before the fighting had begun.  And now ... the intelligence staff were working on turning a handful of embassy workers, he’d been assured, but it was slow going.  The human race simply didn’t have much to offer alien dissidents.

“We’ll see,” he said.  The thought mocked him.  They had to look strong.  It was the only way to be sure the defences wouldn’t be tested.  “Do you anticipate any problems with the funding bill?”

“Not as yet,” Rachael said.  “The opposition has been surprisingly muted.  That may change, if the peace lingers, but ...”

She shrugged, expressively.  Abraham nodded in understanding.  The longer the human race remained at peace, the more people who’d believe peace was the natural state of affairs.  He knew better.  The moment an interstellar power thought it could attack Earth and get away with it, it would.  There were just too many potential enemies out there, from scavenger races who wanted a home for themselves to multisystem empires intent on becoming the next hegemonic power.  Abraham wanted that for humanity, but he knew it was a pipe dream.  It would be hundreds of years before they could match the Galactics, let alone surpass them.

Rachael keyed her datapad.  “Sir, Ambassador Nancy Middleton is requesting a meeting.”

“And it is probably urgent,” Abraham said.  “She wouldn’t have asked to speak to me if it wasn’t.”

The thought was weirdly amusing.  Nancy Middleton had been his rival, back when Earth had been part of the Alphan Empire and they’d been scrabbling for scraps of power from their master’s table.  They were not friends, but ... in the wake of independence, they’d learnt to work together.  They hadn’t had a choice.  She was a good roving ambassador, someone who could speak to potential allies - and be thrown under the shuttle and disavowed, if necessary.  

He glanced at his schedule, then shrugged.  “How quickly can she get here?”

“She’s in the foreign office,” Rachael said.  “She can be here in ten minutes.”

“Then invite her,” Abraham said.  “I’ll wait.”

He turned his attention to the datapad as Rachael hurried away, mentally cataloguing the messages and sorting out what needed immediate attention.  It had been five years and yet there was still an oddly ramshackle air to his government, as if it hadn’t been designed to govern.  His lips thinned in irritation.  There was no if about it.  The Speakers hadn’t been intended to wield power.  Perhaps, if independence hadn’t come so quickly, they could have grown into their role, while the government itself evolved into something that worked.  As it was ... he worried, sometimes, about just what would happen when he left office.  The old struggle between the Empire Loyalists and the Humanity League was over.  It was just a matter of time, he feared, before the League split or turned into a pustule on mankind’s collective buttocks.

I suppose some people would say we’ve already reached that point, he thought, as the door opened again.  And they might be right.

He stood to greet Nancy Middleton, then motioned her to the sofa.  There was no point in rubbing her face in the fact he’d defeated her in the first true election, or that he’d won the second without any real contest.  She might have been his rival, but they weren’t real enemies.  He didn’t hate her.  He didn’t think she hated him.  If he had, he would never have offered her a post in government.

“It’s good to see you again,” he said.  It wasn’t really a lie.  “I hope you had time to attend the ceremony.”

“I noticed you stole a bunch of lines from pre-conquest speakers,” Nancy said, mischievously.  “Doesn’t your speechwriter have an original bone in his body?”

“It’s important to look to the past, as we march to the future,” Abraham said.  “Where else can we see humans governing themselves?”

Nancy nodded, conceding the point.  Humans had spread through most of explored space and beyond - there were millions of humans still working in the Alphan Empire - but few of them had any real power.  Earth and the surrounding human-majority worlds were the only places humans ruled themselves.  Elsewhere, humans were either one of many races living in uneasy harmony or the subjects of alien rulers.  Five years ago, even Earth hadn’t been ruled by the human race.  The Speakers had known they were barely tolerated by the Alphans.  Now ...

“I wasn’t sure I’d be back in time for the ceremony,” Nancy said.  “The interstellar slowdown is affecting everyone.”

Abraham nodded, curtly.  He’d sent Nancy on a mission that had never been openly acknowledged, not outside the inner council.  Sending her had been a calculated risk and yet ... the fact she wasn’t a member of his inner councils could be construed as an insult.  The Galactics might easily take offense, if they found out.  They might even refuse to accept the human sacrifice and demand something more, perhaps something the human race couldn’t afford to give.  But there’d been no choice.  The only alternative was sitting and waiting to be hit.

“That’s unfortunate,” he said.  “How did your mission go?”

Nancy scowled.  She wasn’t used to secrecy.  She’d been reluctant to refrain from writing reports, let alone send them home.  In theory, diplomatic vessels were inviolate and diplomatic messages were supposed to remain unread.  In practice, Abraham suspected the messages, at least, would be intercepted and decrypted almost as soon as they were sent.  The only security lay in total silence, beyond a handful of messages that were meaningless to anyone who lacked the cultural context.  And even that was doubtful.  The Galactics had had five hundred years to study the human race.

“I spoke to five governments, off the record,” Nancy said.  “Four of them were interested, but completely non-committal.  The fifth ordered me to leave the planet immediately.  I was surprised I wasn’t recalled at once when word reached Earth.”

“The government in question didn’t make a fuss,” Abraham said, wryly.  That had been a relief.  It would have raised questions he didn’t want to have to answer, if the scandal became public.  “They must have repented almost as soon as they ordered you out.”

Nancy nodded.  “Practically speaking, I think the four remaining governments would be interested, but they don’t think we have much to offer.  If we had three in our pocket, the fourth would join up ... of course, they all feel that way.  There’s some room for at least trying to put together a joint declaration, but they won’t commit themselves unless they move as a group and they can’t do that unless they commit themselves.”

“Yeah.”  Abraham sighed.  The plan had been relatively simple.  Make contact with the lesser powers near Earth and convince them to join an alliance, one designed to make life difficult for the superpowers if they decided to push matters.  But the devil, as always, was in the details.  The lesser powers needed to get organised as a group, which ran the risk of drawing attention.  “Do you think they’ll sell out for the best terms they can get?”

“It’s possible,” Nancy said.  “Realistically, the Alphans were genuinely ... respectful ... of races that maintained a degree of control over their home systems.  They may never have seen them as equals, but they didn’t see them as slaves either.  They ... as long as the Alphans dictated how the galaxy worked, the other superpowers didn’t try to put pressure on the lesser powers.  Now ... everything’s changed.  The Alphans are no longer enforcing the rules.”

Abraham shivered.  It wasn’t news, but ... hearing it from a woman who’d been a loyal servant to their alien masters chilled him.  “And then ... what?”

“Imagine a tiger in a zoo, pacing behind the bars,” Nancy said.  “The poor beast paces the bars, wanting out; it growls and snarls at the nasty little human children on the far side of the cage.  But it cannot break the bars.  And then ... the bars just vanish.  For a while, the tiger will keep pacing out of habit.  It won’t notice the bars are gone.”

She paused, dramatically.  “And then, when it does notice, it finds that it is free to do whatever it likes.”

“Like eating the children,” Abraham said.

“Quite.”  Nancy met his eyes, evenly.  “There’s a growing sense in the greater galaxy that the old order is dead.  Some of the superpowers want to try to maintain it, but none of them have the power and prestige of the Alphans.  They are certainly not immune to consequences if they try to enforce the laws - the former laws.  Others just want to secure their own positions and gird their loins for interstellar war.  Everyone is building up their militaries as far as they can.  It’s just a matter of time before someone does something stupid and shooting breaks out.”

“I know.”  Abraham gritted his teeth.  “And the Alphans themselves?”

“I had no direct contact with them, as per your orders,” Nancy said, primly.  “But from what I’ve heard, indirectly, they’re pulling back their horns.  The warcruisers that used to patrol major shipping routes are gone.  The bases they maintained along the crossroads are being shut down.  I’ve even heard a suggestion they’re abandoning a handful of worlds on the grounds they’re no longer worth the effort of maintenance.  I don’t know how seriously to take any of it, but ... the blunt truth is that the Alphans are stepping back from their former role.”

Abraham heard the betrayal in her voice and winced.  Nancy had been a loyal servant, perhaps a little too loyal.  She hadn’t been a traitor, neither to her own race nor her masters.  And yet, she’d been betrayed.  The Empire Loyalists were still fragmenting, unsure if they should make their peace with independence or try to emigrate to the alien homeworlds.  The Alphans themselves didn’t seem to care.  They hadn’t even offered to take the loyalists away from Earth.  They’d just ... left.

Perhaps it would have been better for us if we’d fought for our independence, he mused, sourly.  But the devastation would have been beyond repair even if we won.

“And so we are alone,” he said.  “Who do you think it’ll be?”

“I don’t know,” Nancy said.  “We’re not exactly a soft target.  On the other hand” - her lips thinned, noticeably - “the superpowers won’t want to pick on their peers or stamp on a primitive world.  There’s nothing impressive about that.  My guess is that it will be either the Pashtali or the N’Gann.”

“The Pashtali have already clashed with us,” Abraham said.

“Not directly,” Nancy said.  She frowned.  “They may fear the Alphans would react badly if the Pashtali took control of our stars.  We’re not that far from the core worlds.  That might be all that kept them from invading five years ago.  Now ...”

She grimaced.  “There’s already a rumour the Pashtali wiped out a primitive race on the far side of the empire, just so they could settle the world themselves.”

Abraham tried to keep his face impassive.  He was no racist xenophobe - humans had grown used to alien life forms hundreds of years ago - and yet, he still found it hard to think of the Pashtali without shivering.  They were giant spider-like creatures, so utterly inhuman it was hard to believe the two races had anything in common.  They generally kept to themselves, rarely making contact with anyone unless they wanted something.  And yet, he reminded himself, they’d backed the Vulteks.  They’d certainly been able to get the primitive race to follow orders.

Which couldn’t have been that hard, Abraham reflected.  He’d read the xenospecialist reports very carefully.  The Vulteks could be relied upon to do as they were told, as long as they thought their patrons were their superiors.

He stared down at the desk.  Most known races were humanoid.  The Pashtali were not.  If there was any race that could and would wipe out another just to get their world for themselves ... he told himself it wasn’t proof of anything.  The rumour might be nothing more than bullshit.  It wouldn’t be the first time a rumour had spread so far it had been accepted as fact hundreds of light years away.  And besides, it wasn’t as if humanity and the rest of the known races were innocent.  They’d all committed crimes against themselves, if not their fellow sentients.

“We’ll keep making preparations,” he said.  “And I look forward to reading your reports.”

Nancy nodded.  “I’ll put them together this evening,” she said.  “I didn’t keep notes, as per orders, but my memory is good.  I’ll let you take the blame for circumventing the rules on maintaining proper records.”

“Of course,” Abraham said, dryly.  The Alphans had been determined to record everything, from shipping manifests to military and shipping logs.  He sometimes wondered if their empire had been doomed to stagnate, even without the wars.  “We dared not risk letting anyone get a sniff of your mission.”

“No,” Nancy agreed.  She met his eyes, evenly.  “Do you think we made a mistake?”

We, Abraham thought, wryly.

He did her the honour of seriously considering the question.  The Alphans hadn’t been bad masters ... but they’d been masters.  They’d ruled.  They’d taken whatever they wanted and left the scraps for their human servants.  And he’d been sure, back then, that humanity deserved to be so much more.  And yet ... there was no denying that the Alphans had protected humanity.  The galaxy was a much less stable place without them.

Be careful what you wish for, his thoughts pointed out.  You might get it.

“I think we did the best thing we could, based on what we knew at the time,” he said.  It was true enough, although - in hindsight - the warning signs had been clear to those willing to look beyond their preconceptions and see them for what they were.  “If we’d known other things, we might have done things differently.”

He shrugged and stood.  “We are on our own,” he added, as she joined him.  “And to think otherwise, or even to contemplate how things might be different, is nothing more than wishful thinking and wasted time.”
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